Delay in referral to a specialist soft-tissue sarcoma unit.
Soft-tissue sarcoma is a rare neoplasm which can occur almost anywhere in the body. There are no specific symptoms and signs and the disease can mimic more common benign and malignant conditions. It is not surprising, therefore, that diagnosis and referral to a specialist unit is often delayed. A prospective audit was undertaken in 216 patients referred to a specialist unit with suspected or proven soft-tissue sarcoma over a 12 month period. All patients were interviewed to determine the chronology of symptoms and signs, and the referral and diagnostic pathway. Delay in referral was defined as three months or greater from first presentation to a doctor to review at our unit. There were 159 patients with previously untreated soft-tissue sarcomas. Thirty-one patients had delays in referral, and the overall median delay was 14 months (range 4-96 months). The delay was caused by the general practitioner in 13 patients, the patient (after general practitioner referral) on two occasions, by the hospital or referring specialist in seven patients, and was multifactorial in nine patients. A fifth of patients with soft-tissue sarcoma encountered important delays in referral to this specialist unit. This duration of delay is likely to have had a detrimental effect on treatment options and outcomes, including survival in some patients.